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The Georgofili of Florence, 1753-1783: From 'perfect anarchy' to Royal Academy
Vieri Becagli

The Richecourt years
On 4 June 1753 eighteen people met in a house in Florence's Piazza Pitti with the purpose of founding an academy whose aim, as stated by the architect of the initiative, was to 'perfect the highly beneficial art of Tuscan cultivation'.
1 Behind this initiative was Ubaldo Montelatici, a Lateran Canon in his early fifties, who had been a lector of philosophy and theology outside Tuscany and on his return had been granted the concession of an abbey near Laterina, where he developed a passion for agriculture while managing its lands.
Thus was born the 'Academy of the Georgofili' (Accademia dei Georgofili), as the members called it: the first of several Italian academies, whose object was the scientific and empirical study of agriculture, the primary sector of the economy. This was a time when interest in such matters was on the rise throughout Europe, partly because of the spread of the new agronomy born in England and brought to notice by the works of French authors. The importance of agricultural efficiency as a key contributor to a nation's wealth increasingly drew the attention of the European public through the vast literature that analysed the differences between the two countries that appeared to be challenging one another for supremacy, France and England.
The success of English agriculture, seen as a fundamental element in the prosperity and power of the nation, was linked solely to the joint efforts and initiatives of individuals, who by themselves would have had insufficient resources. Amongst those who underlined this was Jean-Bernard Le Blanc, in his Lettres d'un François concernant le gouvernement, la politique et les moeurs des Anglois et des François published in 1746. In these letters the author, who would become a correspondent of one of the Georgofili's founders, Giovanni Lami (to whom he would dedicate his translation of Hume's Political Discourses), recalled and extolled the work carried out for public benefit by the Royal Society in London, praising it particularly for having 'brought honour back to Agriculture'. With its projects and experiments, so he wrote, the society had shown the English the potential wealth of the primary sector, and had stimulated the spread of farming wherever British power was dominant, including the New World. 2 The Academy did not therefore spring from nothing. In the previous year, 1752, Montelatici had published his Ragionamento sopra i mezzi più necessari per far rifiorire l'agricoltura, which proposed a new role for landowners as a solution to the deterioration of the sector in Italy, deemed to be caused by the backwardness and ignorance of peasant farmers tied to traditional and often harmful practices. The landowners were the only people who, once instructed in the art of 'perfect cultivation', would be able to compel workers to accept correct techniques. In arguing for the importance of agronomic culture Montelatici mentioned, alongside the names of foreign authors, those of writers on Tuscan agriculture, thereby bridging the gulf between indigenous tradition and modern texts. The short volume was an immediate success, to the point that at the end of 1753, a few months after the foundation of the Academy, a Neapolitan reprint appeared prefaced with one of the
